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Chapter One
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Just when things were getting better, they got worse. Those words kept haunting Sophia, words she didn’t want to believe. A disastrous first marriage that lasted only six years, and now a ten-year relationship that amounted to nothing. What had she been thinking letting things with Lou go on for so long? The relationship had a beautiful beginning and middle, but no real commitment was anywhere in sight. She knew the end had been a long time coming, but making the decision to cut all ties would be one of the biggest challenges of her life. And to top it off, she hadn’t been feeling well. Every morning she had woken up nauseous with the dry heaves. She didn’t want to draw any conclusions about that yet. The next couple of days were going to be another changing point for her.

A warm breeze carrying the scent of the salt water and the lingering feel of sand surrounded her. She ran her fingers through her chestnut, blunt cut, combing the grains out. Early summer always made her feel the best, being her favorite time of the year.

Sophia sat on a rock by the shoreline and pulled her legs into her chest. Earlier that morning, she jogged down the same path. It was her usual morning ritual before work. The exercise cleared her mind and helped her make the decision to let go and move forward with her life. The lyrics, You’re Better off Being Alone, by the band It’s Not Over was right on target. Why stay in a stagnant relationship that left you in a state of depression? She wasn’t. Time to move on.

“Sophia.”

Sophia looked up as her friend Madison approached her.

“I knew I would find you here.” Madison sat, her short muscular legs collapsing in the sand next to her. “Why didn’t you return my calls? I’ve been worried sick about you.”

“I’m sorry. I just needed this time alone to make some major decisions without anyone else’s opinion marring mine.”

“Did you make any decisions?”

“Yes, I did.”

Madison stood, reaching her hand out to Sophia.

Accepting her friend’s help, she stood and wiped the sand off her butt.

“Let’s go down to The Finn, grab a salad and talk. We’ll have to sit outside, since we have shorts on.”

“I hate eating outside, but there’s no way I’m going home to change.”

They walked down the boardwalk to The Finn and requested a table outside with an ocean view. Sophia ordered two mimosas.

“Isn’t it a little too early to drink?” Glancing at her watch, Madison said, “It’s only eleven.”

“Your point? This is my shot of vitamin C for the day.”

“Totally understandable,” Madison agreed. “What’s the difference? We are overdue for a girls’ liquid brunch with a splash of food.”

The waiter placed their mimosas in front of them. “Are you ready to order?”

“House salad with grilled shrimp,” Madison said.

“Grilled chicken on mine.”

Picking up the burgundy napkin off the table, Sophia neatly folded it on her lap. She took a sip of her mimosa before leaning back in her chair.

“Spit it out, Sophia. I know something is bothering you. It’s not like you not to return my phone calls.”

“I had a meltdown.”

“Not again.”

“For the last time.” Sophia played with the straw in her drink. “I did some soul searching last night. I’m at a point in my life where I am through with the way things are going.”

“Lou—”

Sophia ignored her. “My decision is made. I’m going to call him later on, ask if I could see him.”

“Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

“Do I have a choice? I’ve been living with this part-time relationship for years. There is no reason why we aren’t together as a couple. I don’t understand why he still can’t make a decision. I’m through waiting to find out if he wants me or his wife.”

Sophia downed her drink before signaling to the waiter, who responded immediately.

“Can I get you another one?”

“Yes, thank you. I’d also like a big glass of ice water with a twist of lemon and lime.”

“You’re kidding?” Madison said sipping her drink. “You’re going to water down your buzz.”

“I have to go to work later on. There’s a fundraiser dinner later on tonight. I have to make sure everything runs smoothly. I overheard the staff talking shit about a walkout.”

Madison’s head jerked back. “A walkout?”

“Yeah. The owner cut raises and changed the medical benefits. I can understand their frustrations. Thank God I’m only the party planner.” She wrinkled her nose and shook her head, a nervous habit.

“There are always multiple things going on with you.”

“This time business and personal, but both are similar. I hope the staff waits to walk out until after the party.”

“In which way?”

Sophia waved her index finger. “Both are temporary problems, which can be rectified.”

“I can see the job being a problem, but Lou?” Madison leaned against the table. “I wouldn’t call Lou a problem. But I see the sadness in your eyes, and hear the hurt in your voice.”

“You’re out of control. Hear hurt in my voice? Ha, that’s a new one for you. Next you’ll be bringing me to Shari for a tarot card reading.”

Sophia rolled her eyes before shifting them back to the ocean view. The blue sky didn’t have a single cloud in sight. This being the kind of day she could see the Steeplechase parachute ride on Coney Island. Yes, Coney Island, her secret day she never told anyone about. The night she would never forget.

Sophia met Lou on the boardwalk overlooking the Brooklyn Cyclones Ballpark. When he had called her asking her to meet him she was thrilled. Could this be what she had waited for all these years? After a stroll along the boardwalk, a couple of frankfurters at Nathan’s, they headed back to Staten Island where they made love all night long, the night that changed her life forever. The night she conceived. The pregnancy she never told him about. How could she? Trapping him wasn’t the right thing to do.

Madison took a piece of pita bread out of the basket. “Shari is a well renowned psychic in the neighborhood. Everyone goes to her to help sort out their problems. But you already knew that.”

“Yes, but like I’ve told you in the past, she’s a gypsy, not a psychologist. I can’t believe you make decisions in your life based on tarot card readings.”

“No, I don’t. Shari helps your cousin Cassie all the time on cases.”

Before she spoke, Sophia thought back to the conversation she had with Cassie about Shari being invaluable to her cases. “You’re right. I’ll give you that.” Sophia took a sip of her mimosa. “You’re at Shari’s all the time. Who are you kidding?”

“I’m there getting my eyebrows waxed,” Madison defended herself running her finger under her eyebrow.

“Once a week? Come on, I’m not stupid. Even my eyebrows don’t grow back that fast.”

“Wait a minute.” Madison held up her hand. “I’d like to know how this conversation shifted over to me.”

“Always does.” Sophia frowned. “Today, I feel like my life is about to end.”

“No, it’s not. There comes a time when we all have to make a decision on what to do with our dysfunctional lives.”

“That’s why I have decided to end this masquerade. I can’t go on living a life that makes me feel as if I’m secluded from the rest of the world. The time has come. If Lou can’t make a commitment to me, then I’d rather be alone to try to start my life over again.”

“Are you sure you’re ready to make such a big decision? You two have been together for a long time. I’ve listened to you tell me for years how much you love him and wouldn’t be able to live without him.”

“True. But the more I think about my life, the more I know the reason why I stayed in the relationship so many years, is because I was afraid of change.” Sophia held up her glass when she caught the waiter’s attention and circled her finger. “I hope you’re up for another.”

“I could use another shot of vitamin C, meaning another mimosa.”

The woman sitting at the next table tapped her pen on their table. “Excuse me ladies, but would you mind moving your umbrella a little to the right.” She pointed. “The sun is killing me.”

“I see no problem with readjusting the umbrella.”

Sophia stood and pulled at the small navy blue umbrella, only to have it go back to its original place. She tried again, but this time when she pulled, the umbrella came out of the holder, and went airborne, taking the place settings off the table next to them.

Upon impact not only did Sophia and Madison go hysterical, but so did the two ladies at the table next to them.

“Thank God this section isn’t crowded.” Sophia laughed so hard tears rolled from her eyes.

“Excuse me, what’s going on here?” the manager Edwin, an elderly gray-haired man dressed in a pink shirt with matching tie, asked.

“I don’t know.” Sophia pinched her leg under the table to keep from laughing out loud anymore.

“I’m sure the umbrella didn’t fly out of the table by itself. It’s a good thing it’s early. If this happened yesterday, you would have taken out a customer’s eye.”

“Are you kidding me? Do you think I purposely ripped the umbrella out of its base?” Sophia asked.

“Every time you two are here,” he pointed to her and Madison, “there is always some sort of calamity here.”

“No there isn’t.”

“A couple of weeks ago, you replenished the people’s coffee, taking over the coffee station,” he directed at them, his tone abrupt.

“You were short-handed. I just wanted to help out,” Sophia said still keeping eye contact.

“Doesn’t say much for my establishment.”

“We’ve apologized over and over for that day,” Madison said.

“Edwin, you know we wouldn’t do anything to harm this place. This is our place,” Sophia said emphasizing the word our. “Besides, I send you a lot of business.”

“And that I’m grateful for. But please if you need anything, just ask.”

“Okay,” Sophia said, biting her lower lip.

Edwin turned to Madison who nodded her head. “Good. I’m going to hold the two of you to it.”

The waiter placed their dishes in front of them, along with their refills. When he walked away, Edwin walked along with him.

“Saved by the waiter,” Madison said. “You are always getting us in trouble.”

“No I’m not.”

“Now back to you.” Madison leaned forward in her chair. “I’m worried about you. Maybe to everyone else you look fine, but I can see through your eyes, see the pain in them.”

Sophia gazed at the table. “I hate when you read right through me.”

“You can’t miss it.”

“I’ve been thinking about this for a very long time.” Sophia slid her sunglasses over her eyes. “There were days I remained in bed with my mind screaming, get up. Tell him how you feel. His love just isn’t cutting it anymore.”

“You never told me.”

“How could I when I didn’t want to admit it to myself. I wanted things to continue as they were. When we got back together after the last break, everything was great. He became so attentive to my needs. Even went out of his way to spend more time with me. But as time went by, things slowly went back to the original reason why I broke up with him.”

“I never knew. You did a great job in covering up.”

“I wasn’t sure what I felt, that’s why I never said anything. It’s been tough the past few weeks. I knew this would be the biggest decision of my life.”

Talk about decisions. Six weeks after their Coney Island rendezvous, Sophia got a positive result when she took a pregnancy test. She was scared and spent the next week crying while sorting through things. Over dinner, she casually brought up the subject of kids, asking him what he thought. His answer wasn’t what she expected. He had no interest in starting over, as his twin girls were enough of a handful for him at twenty years old. “That shop is closed.” He chuckled. She didn’t reveal their baby floated in her belly.

His reaction made her choice just a little bit easier. Besides, she wasn’t ready to have a baby, especially not knowing if they would ever have a future together. Calculating in her head, if she would have gone through with the pregnancy, their love child would’ve been almost nine years old. Lou never knew and neither did anyone else, including Madison. A secret she would take to the grave with her.

“Please just make certain you are totally sure. Once you do this, there is no turning back.”

“I know. But I just feel the timing is right. If I don’t do this now, then I’m going to go through the rest of my life like this. Don’t you think I wasted enough time sitting around waiting?”

“I’m the last person to give you advice. I left Dino and wound up going back to him five years later, breaking Sal’s heart in the process.”

“Have you heard from him?”

“A few times after he moved, then he just stopped calling. Hopefully, he met someone. He’s a good man.”

“So is Lou, but he can’t give me what I want—a full-time lover.”

“Things will fall into place now that you’re ready to move on. There are plenty of dating sites on the Internet, single parties at local churches and clubs with hot sexy men looking for a gorgeous woman like you,” Madison said.

“I’m glad you’re so confident in me. But for the time being, I’m ready to take a hiatus from men. I’d like to spend time alone, doing the things I want to do.”

“Hello, that’s exactly what you did when you were with Lou. You went about your business except for the days you spent with him, with those days being on a time restraint.”

“How did I allow myself to get involved in a relationship like this? What the hell have I been thinking? I’ve lost the best years of my life waiting around.”

“Yes, you did, but now you’re ready to make these changes permanent.” Madison raised her flute glass. “There’s no time like the present to make these life changes. Your life is about to begin.”

They clicked glasses and Sophia finished her drink. She motioned to the waiter who immediately responded.

“Another round?”

“Unfortunately not. Got work. Can I have a skinny latte, no whipped cream?”

“Make that two,” Madison said, and then turned to Sophia. “Why must you always be the practical one?”

“Because we both have to drive. It’s like having sex without the condom. Who the hell wants an unwanted pregnancy at this stage of our life? At this point, we don’t have to worry about becoming grandmothers.”

“I hear you. Maybe in my next life. Besides I still feel like a kid at heart.”

“If only things were that simple. The hardest part of starting this new life plan is making the phone call to Lou asking him to meet me so we can talk. I want to do this in person. It will be the only way I will get closure. With Lou a part of my life, I can’t move on. I’ve become paralyzed mentally from the rest of the world. I need to take control of my life.”

“I did when I left Sal to marry Dino. That’s when my life turned around. You’ll see things will turn around for you. You are a beautiful woman. Give it time. I’m sure you’ll meet someone when you least expect it.”

“I hope so. I’d like to see the both of us happy at the same time. Instead of us crying on each other’s shoulders, we will be celebrating for the rebirth of our lives.”

“A long awaited celebration for you. I found my true love.”

Madison’s cell phone vibrated on the table. “Oh damn, I have to take this. It’s Dino. Give me a few.” Madison stood and walked into the restaurant.

The air had warmed up even more. The table with the two ladies next to them, who initially aided in causing the confusion, left without so much as an apology. Thankfully, it turned out to be a quiet afternoon at the restaurant. Usually by this time of the day, there wouldn’t be a single table opened. Today everyone seemed to spend the day walking on the boardwalk catching the sun instead of eating.

The bright lights above the operating table still lingered in the back of her mind. Sophia lay on the table all alone with no one waiting for her. She couldn’t believe she went through the procedure all alone. Lou never had to know about the baby. She didn’t want him to make a commitment to her out of guilt.

That night when she got home, she cut the blue plastic identification bracelet off her wrist, and placed it into a small glass bottle, which still sat on top of her fireplace. The emotions of that night remained in her heart, but deep down she knew she made the right decision. Mistakes were made that made her a silent killer. Every time she looked into Lou’s eyes, she’d remember.

“I got to run in a few.” Madison sat down and lifted her coffee cup. “A band is stopping by Dino’s studio that I promised to do the interviews with.”

“That’s okay. I have to stop by the house to pick up my daytime planner.” She flashed a smirk. “I left it on the kitchen counter.”

“I just love your job.” Madison reached into her handbag and pulled out a compact mirror along with her mauve colored lipstick.

“Sounds a lot like your job too.” Sophia laughed.

“To a point. When I leave the college I have plenty of papers to go through when I get home. And at night Dino keeps me busy helping him do little things with his production company.”

“At the end of the week I have a couple of parties. I’m sure I’ll be at work way after midnight, which makes up for all this partying I’m doing during the day.”

Madison stood. “Got to run. I paid the bill while on the phone with Dino. Next time, lunch and cocktails are on you.”

“Thank you.”

“Let me know how you make out with Lou.”

“I will.” Sophia lifted her phone. “We’ll touch base later.”

Madison blew her a kiss while pushing her long black hair behind her ears. She slid on oversized sunglasses, which covered her brown eyes, and took off with her big red handbag swaying on her shoulder.

Keeping her secret abortion from Madison killed her inside. She’d become one of her dearest friends. If Madison found out, she would be so disappointed with her for not confiding in her. But sometimes secrets have to be kept to yourself.

Damn you, Lou. Picking her cell phone off the table, she spun the carousel around on her screen until she landed on the baseball, his favorite sport. Sophia stared at the icon knowing this would be another big life decision. This one, she hoped wouldn’t be one she would also regret for the rest of her life.

Leaving her husband was nothing compared to breaking up with Lou. In the end, his sleeping with his twenty-two-year-old secretary, while flaunting it all over town was more about humiliation than pain. The idiot never expected her to be doing flower arrangements at the hotel he was banging the other woman at. She caught him red-handed and filed for divorce the next day.

Lou answered on the second ring. “Hey darling. How’s my girl?”

“Sitting at The Finn having a cup of coffee.”

“I’d swing down there to meet you, but I’m sitting here with the guys playing pinochle.”

Can’t say I’m surprised. “That’s not why I called you. I was hoping we could meet tomorrow morning at Penny Beach.”

“What time? I have to run a few errands with one of the guys down here.”

“In the morning.” Sophia sighed. “Why do you always have to run errands for those guys? Every time we spend time together, one of your cronies is calling asking for something.” Another red light. Something else you’ve been avoiding.

“You know that’s not true. I love my girl.”

How many times has he used that line with his wife?

“I love you too,” she said as force of habit. “So what do you think about tomorrow?”

“I’ll meet you around ten. Would you mind picking up the coffee along the way?”

“Not at all.” Wouldn’t be the same if he didn’t ask me to pick something up.

“Be right with you.” She heard him say.

“I’ll let you go. You know we can’t keep the friends waiting.”

“I’ll call you on—”

Before he could finish, she hung up. Always the same old story, his friends came first. Or maybe this was one more unsaid message she’d chosen to ignore all these years. Tomorrow would tell all.
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Chapter Two
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Sophia grabbed her jacket. Unlike yesterday, today a cool breeze lingered in the air. The night before, she hardly slept at all. She played over in her mind what she planned to say to Lou, questioning if she were strong enough to breakup with him without bursting into tears.

With two cups of coffee in her hands, she sat on a bench where she had the perfect view of the Manhattan skyline. How did their relationship, which at one time been so perfect, get to this point?

It had been fall, almost ten years ago when they had sat on this exact same bench. Lou had called her, asking her to meet him here because he wanted to talk to her about a party. She accepted and they met. After having her talk for close to an hour about the different package deals available, he walked her to her car. As she opened her door, he reached his hand out. When she grasped it, he reacted by pulling her against him, kissing her lips. Their first kiss. At that moment, she knew they were destined to be together, forever. The electricity between them was unmistaken.

“Hey, what’s up?” Lou asked sitting next to her.

“Just waiting for you.” Sophia handed him a cup. “Here you go. Light and sweet.”

“Thanks darling.” Lou gave her a peck on the lips before opening his coffee. “What a beautiful morning. I’m so glad you planned this.”

Great. Just what I want to hear. When she watched him glance at his watch she knew this might be easier than she originally anticipated.

“Why do I always have to plan these little outings? I can’t remember the last time you put together or initiated anything.” Irritated, Sophia wrinkled her nose at his actions, even as stress caused a slow burn to start in her stomach.

“Are we going to go through this again? I knew this was coming,” he replied not making direct eye contact.

“You did?” Sophia asked not realizing her actions the past few weeks must have been apparent to him.

“You’re preoccupied lately when we talk. Not returning my calls, not being physically here when we're doing things together. Even when we’re in bed you seem distant.”

“Why didn’t you say something?”

“What did you expect me to say? I’m a man, I have my pride. I just figured you were having that woman thing going on.”

“How wrong you are. Don’t you realize since we got back together things just weren’t right?”

“I’ve been more attentive to you. I’ve met you many times for lunch,” he defended himself.

“Lou, it’s more than just meeting me for lunch. Every single day you’re at the local tavern with the guys. You are a regular fixture there. As soon as one of your cronies call, you’re out the door leaving me standing in the dust.”

Lou waved her off. “Now you’re being dramatic.”

“Dramatic? Let me ask you this, when are we going to be together like a normal couple. We’ve been together for ten years. I still can’t get a commitment from you. Are you waiting for your wife to wither away and me to be old enough to use a walker?” she shouted.

“Now you are being ridiculous.”

“No, I’m not. That’s why I’ve asked you to come here this morning. We definitely need to talk.”

Sophia placed her coffee cup on the cobblestone ground. Sliding closer to him, she put her arms around his neck and kissed his lips. The magic she once felt every time their lips met was no longer there. She still felt love in her heart for him, probably always would. But, that fluttering feeling she always felt had disappeared.

“What’s wrong, darling? Tell me what’s really bothering you.” He took her hands in his, not taking his eyes off hers.

“Us. Things are just not working anymore. You promised me things were going to be phenomenal. You weren’t going to let me down this time, but things never changed. You were overly attentive for the first few months, and then your visits shortened again. I swear, after carefully analyzing things, you had one of your cronies calling so you could run out the door.”

“Hey, that’s not true.” His eyebrows drew downward as he frowned.

“Two weeks ago, we didn’t even make love before your cell phone started ringing. It was wham, bang, and out the door you went. How the hell do you think I felt? It’s gotten to the point that when you leave my house, I feel like your booty call for the week.”

“Oh my God. How could you even say that? I love you. I want to be with you.”

The nerve in his forehead popped, indicating he was being sincere. Stop making excuses for him. Continue with your plan.

“If you wanted to be with me so bad then why aren’t you with me? Why haven’t we made any future plans? Every time I ask you when you are going to move in with me, you just keep putting me off. I’m through.”

“What are you talking about? We’ve been through this many times.”

“Yes, we have. You keep putting me off, stringing me along.”

“No, I’m not. I told you I just couldn’t pick up and walk out on my kids and Judy.”

“I don’t understand why. You’ve had ten years to figure out how to leave. Apparently, you had no intentions from the beginning.” Sophia stood and tossed her empty coffee cup into the metal garbage can.

“Not true. I would never string you along.” Reaching out, he took her hand, squeezing it tightly. “I don’t want to lose you. You’re the only good part of my life. You give me positive energy.”

“Don’t give me the guilt trip, Lou. It’s not going to work. You’ve been saying this to me for years. I’m tired of hearing how much you love me, how I make you feel alive inside. How you have big plans for us down the road. Plans my ass,” Sophia said her voice rising.

“Sh...”

“Sh, for what? There isn’t anyone here except you, me and the seagull sitting on the rock.” She pointed. “After all these years, you owe me an explanation as to why you are stringing me along.”

“I’m telling you I’m not. I swear to you. I would never do anything to hurt you. I’d give you the world if I could.”

“Lou, you haven’t given me a single thing. I have nothing to show for the ten years we have been together, unlike you, who I spent my last dollar on.” Sophia wrinkled her nose and kept waving him off.

“Don’t say that, it’s not true.”

“Tell me, what have you given me these past ten years? Please don’t tell me the occasional twenty or fifty dollar bill telling me to go buy myself something. That doesn’t count.”

Lou dropped his gaze to the ground, rubbing his forehead with both his hands. Sophia knew she hurt him. Her words had hit a nerve. Her words were harsh but true. Tears began to well in her eyes. This was harder than she had thought. His eyes were glassy as a teardrop rolled down his cheek. But this conversation couldn’t have been helped. Sophia needed closure.

After a few minutes of silence, Lou put his hand on her shoulder. She didn’t say a word. Instead she turned into his arms, resting her head on his shoulder as tears fell in a rush from her eyes. This time, the warmness of his hand on her shoulder didn’t feel comforting. His touch was annoying. No way would she let him make her feel guilty, keeping her in the same situation any longer.

Sophia closed her eyes. This would be the last time she ever felt Lou’s arms around her. The last time she would ever kiss his lips, tell him she loves him. This was the final curtain.

Taking a deep breath, Sophia stepped out of his arms. She touched his rough cheeks and leaned into him, gently kissing his lips before taking two steps back.

“Time to say goodbye, Lou.” Lou went to speak but Sophia covered his lips with her finger. “I’m sorry, but as much as I love you, I just can’t go on like this. I will always have a place for you in my heart. At this point, my future doesn’t include you.”

“Darling, you don’t mean that. We are meant to be together.”

“Were. It’s over. If you love me the way you say, you will let me go. Let me find my way.”

“I don’t think I can.”

“You will have to. I’m going to ask you not to call or try to contact me. Set me free. Give me closure.”

“I don’t...”

Sophia walked away, toward her car. Lou’s voice echoed, but she wouldn’t allow herself to comprehend what he said. Quickly, she got into the car and took off. Peeking into her rearview mirror, she could see Lou standing in the middle of the street with his hands on his forehead, a frown on his lips. Don’t go there Sophia. This is why you’ve been stuck in a dead-end relationship all these years.

But she couldn’t help but stare. Lou had been a big part of her life. For the past ten years, she had shared every milestone with him. Would it be possible to fall asleep at night without him being her last phone call, virtually tucking her in? Oh dear God. She hoped she made the right decision. Her life had always revolved around his schedule. Within a moments notice, she would be out of her pajamas, into her clothes and on the way to the diner for coffee with Lou.

Sophia pulled her car over to the side of the road. Her tears were so uncontrollable, she couldn’t see while driving. Grabbing the small package of tissues off the console, she pulled a few out, one to blow her nose and the other to dry her tears. Her heart still continued to palpitate as she took deep breaths.

Removing her cell phone from the dashboard, she dialed Cassie. “Hey are you home?” she asked before she even said hello.

“Yes. I’m working on a case.”

“Can I stop by?” her voice crackled as tears escaped once again.

“Yes. What’s wrong?”

“I left Lou for good this time.”

“Don’t say another word. Where are you?”

“A few blocks away.”

“Stay focused. We’ll talk about things when you get here.”

“I can’t.” Sophia’s sniffles turned into full pledge hysteria.

“Sophia. Talk to me as you drive. I’ll put on a pot of coffee. I have the Italian cream creamer you love. I just bought it today. I almost knew you were coming.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Cassie had been her strength the past few months. They were cousins and had grown up together. Their mothers’ were sisters. When her father got transferred to Allentown, Pennsylvania, she only saw Cassie during school breaks. Then during the months of July and August, Sophia and her mother would go to Cassie’s parent’s summer home on the New Jersey shore. The good times came to an end by the time they reached seventeen. They wound up drifting apart as they started competing with each other when it came to boys.

When Sophia turned twenty-four, she moved to Manhattan to expand the party planning centerpiece business she had started in Allentown. She had met Madison while working at a newspaper fundraiser. In the beginning, she kept in contact with her because she thought Madison could help her get free advertising at the newspaper. But immediately they formed a friendship, which continued all these years.

The cousins reconnected over two years ago at Cassie’s mother’s funeral. When Cassie called her, she immediately came to comfort her. She stayed with Cassie for a few weeks before making the decision to move back home to Staten Island. They both helped each other with their relationship woes, Sophia with Lou and Cassie’s on again off again relationship with Dennis.

Sophia pulled in front of Cassie’s house where she stood waiting on her porch. Cassie put her arm around Sophia and led her into the kitchen.

“I can’t believe I did it.”

“Neither can I.”

“When I looked through my rearview mirror and saw the look of despair on his face, I just wanted to turn around and go back. But I didn’t. I knew I had no other choice. You were right when you told me I would know when the time was right to move on.” By the time she finished talking, tears were running from her eyes again. “I’m just so sad.”

Cassie hugged her, letting her cry for the longest time without saying a word. With a stuffed runny nose and no more tears left, Sophia backed out of her embrace and sat at the kitchen table.

“Let me get you some tissues and a cup of coffee.”

“Yes on those two.”

“Are you all right?”

“I’m still trying to figure out if these are tears of grief or relief that I’ve finally made the break.”

Cassie placed a coffee mug in front of her, sat next to her and took her hand. “Don’t ever doubt your decision. I think the tears you’ve shed were tears of happiness. You needed to cut all ties. It’s up to you to leave the door closed.”

“I know. Lou is my, kryptonite. Out of sight, out of mind has always been my motto.”

“I think this time is different. You’re crying, but the tears aren’t like previous times. Pretty sure this time you left him for good. There’s no turning back now. Anyway, you deserve better.”

“You’re right. I deserve to have a normal life. I think what I need now is to spend time alone, reassess my life. See where I want to go from here.”

“I am so proud of you.” Cassie grabbed a tissue and wiped away Sophia’s tears. “You said you were going to do it and this time you did. Don’t ever look back or question your actions. You’ll see, things will work out all around.”

Sophia nodded her head. “I have faith everything happens for a reason. Something better is waiting for me.”

“For me too. I’m still going through the same shit with Dennis. Just when I think things are going well, he takes two steps back, acting like a jerk. Personally, I think I’m ready to meet someone else, someone normal, or just stay alone.”

“Are there any normal men left? It doesn’t matter if they wear sweat pants or business suits. They are all assholes after only one thing...sex.”

“Then it’s our job to weed out the crap, find the normal ones.”

“What I need to start worrying about is my business,” Sophia admitted. “Things have been slow the past couple of months. I can’t find a storefront at a reasonable rent. I need to find an inexpensive space so I can go back to making centerpieces along with party planning.”

“We need to get you out there. I promise I’ll help you promote your business. Did you ever make those new business cards I suggested?”

“Yes, I have them inside my day planner.”

“Have you distributed them around yet?”

Sophia put her head down. “No. I just don’t have the energy or desire to do anything to help myself along.”

“We’ll have to change that. It’s time to start passing out your business cards. I can drop them off at the local shops where there are places to leave your card. What about your neighbor? You know, the one who is the head of the PTA at her school. I’m sure she knows plenty of people who need help organizing a party and will need baskets or centerpieces. You need to do exactly what you did when you lived in Manhattan. If I recall, you were banging out centerpieces for one sweet sixteen party after the other?”

“Yes, I did, but I had a storefront there.”

“You don’t need a storefront. Why have an overhead?” Cassie refilled their coffee mugs before placing a bag of Italian hazelnut wafer cookies on the table. “You can use the backroom in my office. You’ll just have to clean it out and box the files. I’m sure my assistant Susan will be more than happy to help you. She has obsessive compulsive disorder. For years, she has hounded me to clean out the room to make a conference room.”

Sophia’s eyes shot wide open in shock. “That would be awesome.” Standing, she reached over to hug Cassie. “Thank you so much.”

“What do you say we go up to your house in Pennsylvania? It’s too cold to do my place at the Jersey Shore. It will be dead there with all the shops closed.”

“That’s a wonderful idea. I haven’t been to the house in years,” Sophia said.

“This way we’ll get our heads and hearts in check. I’ll just have to work on a few case files, but otherwise, there’s nothing pending to keep me in Staten Island.”

For the first time since she got there, Sophia smiled. This was the best thing they could do. She couldn’t remember the last time the two of them spent time together.

“When should we leave?”

“Tomorrow morning. Shari invited me over tonight.” Cassie pushed her index finger into her cheek as her lips broke into a smile. “Come with me. You haven’t been to Shari’s in months.”

“You know how I feel about the tarot card club thingy.”

“I know, but Shari has helped me solve cases that have stumped other detectives.” Cassie put her arm around Sophia. “They are good people who can help you. I felt skeptical at first too. But Shari, Madison and Fay have turned out to be my dearest best friends. Besides, I’m sure you’re going to want to talk to Madison.”

Surprised, Sophia struggled to come up with an answer. “What makes you say that?”

Cassie nodded her head. “You underestimate me. You’re forgetting I’m a private investigator. I knew you were talking to Madison all along.”

“Guilty.” She puckered her lips, hating to admit her cowardice.

“You could have told me. I wouldn’t have been mad at you.”

“I know. I just didn’t want to cause any waves between you two.”

“Why would it?” Cassie asked crossing her legs. “Our little boy spat went on for way too many years, but it had nothing to do with Madison.”

Sophia sipped her coffee. “That’s all in the past. It’s just us now. I can’t believe our moms are gone. They gave us so many happy memories.”

“Yes, they did. One day, we’re going to have to pull out the old pictures.”

“I’d like that.”

“Now getting back to tonight, what do you say? Are you going to come with me to Shari’s tonight?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’m not taking no for an answer. I don’t think you staying home alone tonight after your breakup with Lou is such a good idea. What do you say?” Glaring, Cassie stood and crossing her arms.

“Okay, I’m in.”

“I’ll pick you up at four-thirty. Tonight, I bring the wine.”

“What can I bring?”

“Your famous Greek spinach pie.” Cassie glanced at her watch. “There’s enough time to make it.” Cassie opened her freezer, grabbed the phyllo dough out, and handed it to Sophia. “I know you have spinach in the freezer.”

“Always. Part of my daily diet.”

“Thanks to our moms.”

Sophia finished her coffee and placed the mug in the dishwasher. “Time for me to go home. I have a few things I need to attend to before you come get me.”

“Need any help?”

“No, I’m fine. I just need some time alone. I’ll see you later on.”

Sophia got into her car and drove a mile down the road to her house. She pulled in front of her house, locked her car door behind her and walked up the porch steps two at a time. This day kept getting worse as the time went on. Why did she let Cassie talk her into going with her to Shari’s when she really wanted to spend time alone?

Inside the house, she stood in the middle of the bathroom, staring at the vanity cabinet. A chill ran through her body as her heart palpitated. Kneeling, she opened the bathroom cabinet and stuck her hand way in the back until she pulled out the last of the three pregnancy tests in the box. She stared at the box, loosing track of time. This had become a nightmare.

Dear God, please don’t let me be pregnant.
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